VASSILIOS CHRISTIDES NEW LIGHT ON EARLY CHRISTIANITY IN NUBIA:
THE MARTYRIUM OF SAINT ATHANASIOS OF CLYSMA Information about the early spread of Christianity in Nu bia is scanty. The Christian zeal of Justinian, combined with the prospect of practical benefits for the State, led him to the decision to send Christian missions beyond the orbit of Byzantium 1 . The veracity of the well known story reported by John of Ephesus, that Justinian sent an Orthodox mission to Nubia through southern Egypt while his wife Theodora sent a Monophysite one, is beyond the scope of the present study 2 . The question which naturally arises next is whether and how Christianity which was widespread in Egypt from the time of the Roman persecution aud with which Nubia was inextricably linked, reached Nubia before the official efforts of the Byzantines to establish it there 3 .
* I would like to thank Prof. Ghrysa Maltezou for inviting me to contribute to this volume, which is dedicated to Prof. D. Zakythinos who was not only a learned scholar of international repute but also an outstanding teacher to many generations of students.
1 Numerous ceramics bearing Christian inscriptions dated to about the 3rd-4th centuries indicate a possible spread of Christianity in Nubia even at this early period 4 (Fig. 1) . Hagiography, which has not yet been adequately studied, could offer us valuable information to supplement the ceramic evi dence. L. Törok expresses some doubts about exclusive reliance on the ceramic evidence 5 . Of course, the hagiographical works should be used cautiously, since certain mythical elements crept into these narratives, whose purpose is to edify the faithful 6 . One of such hagiographical works, hitherto unused for the study of Christianity in Nubia is the «Martyrium of Saint Athanasios of Clysma» (3rd c. A. D. the Christians, he joined them in espousing Christianity. En raged, the Roman Proconsul arrested him and decapitated him.
Our hagiographical text records the importance of the Red Sea port of Clysma, as the head of the Gulf of Suez, where Saint Athanasios was sent by the Proconsul of Egypt. It is called Κλύσμα κάστρον (castle) in the sixth-century Synecdemos of Hierocles (map 1), indicating that it was a town with a fortress 9 . The Romans had build a fortress at Clysma or reinforced a previously existing one because it lay at the vital entrance of the Trajan canal, which led via the River Nile through Heliopolis to Alexandria (map 2). The canal, which had existed in Pharanonic times 10 , was restored by Trajan, fell into disuse later and was repaired again by the Caliph f Umar I in 643/4. It was renamed after him «Khalidj Amir al-Mu'minin» 11 .
It is noteworthy that the Martyrium of Saint Athanasios attests to the existence of a substantial number of Christians in Clysma as early as the third century: ακούω γαρ πολλούς χριστιανούς είναι εκεί 12 . It was natural, therefore, that Chri stianity spread from there as far as Berenike at the other end of the chain of Egyptian coastal towns (map 2) 13 . The question is whether Christianity, moving further along the coastal towns of the Red Sea, reached Nubia at this early period. The town of Clysma became an important Christian Μίτηλις In the Synaxarium Arabo-Jacobiticum there are clear re ferences to the early Christianization of Nubia via the Red Sea through the agency of the Beja-Blemmyes, whose habi tat, though variable, was usually between the Red Sea and the River Nile 19 . There is a reference to a roaming bishop of Aydhab whose territory, inhabited by the Beja-Blemmyes, in cluded the area between Qift and Aydhab and was covered by him and one priest and one deacon. The Beja-Blemmyes carried the bishop on their camels along with the holy objects. Aydhab, a waterless port on the Red Sea, 12 miles north of Halayb, at 22° 20' N., 36° 29' 32" E., acquired great impor tance in the Islamic period because of its location on the route to Mecca via Jedda 20 . (Map 3). In the early Christian period described by the Synaxarium Arabo-Jacobiticum^ we find naval activity in the Sea of Qulzum and it is noteworthy that merchants and sailors are mentioned as receiving Holy Communion in the ports of this sea 21 .
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Sailing in the Sea of Qulzum was always chancy and often perilous because of the strong winds and shallow water 22 . Ibn Hawqal 23 (middle of the 10th c.) remarks that ships sailed in the Red Sea only during the day and anchored at night.
In spite of all these dangers the Byzantine sources inform us that seafaring and seaborne trade continued from the fourth century until the seventh 24 . To resume, the Martyrium of Saint Athanasios offers us an additional piece of evidence concerning the maritime activities of the port of Clysma-Qulzum in the third century A. D. and the vitality of Christianity in the town at that time. Sailors and merchants were not afraid to load and unload their merchandise, which originated in Africa or was transhipped from China via the Red Sea. The port of Qulzum must have been well equipped to meet the needs of such a flourishing trade. Yäqüt describes how the waterless Qulzum was supplied by water brought from far away 25 .
Sailors and merchants were the apostles of Christianity in Nubia and Africa before any official missions were sent there. Starting in the fourth century, their activities continued until the Arab conquest of Egypt. Their impact on the spread of Christianity in Nubia, whether Orthodox or Monophysite, has not yet been adequately studied.
Concerning the text of the Martyrium of Saint Athanasios, first published by Papadopoulos-Kerameus 26 , a new edition is now in preparation by the present author together with its Arabic translation (Cod. Sinait. Arab. 440 and 535) 27 . A comparison will also be undertaken with the incomplete Ethiopic version 28 . 
